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Damage caused by climate change across the isthmus is becoming more evident every day. In
Guatemala and El Salvador, for example, rivers that used to be permanent are now seasonal,
and rivers that usually run dry from November to April are now completely dry, with forecasts
suggesting a possible increase in the intensity and duration of the droughts.
In addition, in a worst-case scenario, an increase in the earth’s surface temperature could mean US
$73 billion in damage to Central American countries by the end of the century.
In areas such as Guatemala’s eastern departments—known as the dry corridor—which last year
suffered its worst drought in 30 years—this will no doubt continue to raise the specter of famine for
indigenous communities whose livelihood is mostly dependent on subsistence farming (NotiCen,
Sept 3, 2009) and (April 8, 2010).
Recent research has also linked climate change to the increased intensity of severe-weather events
such as storms and hurricanes. In June 2010, tropical storm Agatha left more than 180 dead across
the isthmus, and in Guatemala alone losses stemming from damage to crops and infrastructure
exceeded Q1 billion (1 billion quetzals, US$123.2 million).
In December last year, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)
warned that in the worst-case scenario, a change of the earth’s surface temperature by 2 to 5.4
degrees would cause US$73 billion in damage in Central American countries by the end of the
century.
In its annual report, "The Economics of Climate Change in Latin America and the Caribbean,"
ECLAC pointed to rising temperatures as one of the greatest economic threats to the region.
"ECLAC calculates that by 2010 in Central America, the rise in atmospheric and sea temperature,
declining and unstable rainfall, rising sea levels, droughts and hurricanes will have repercussions on
production, infrastructure, livelihoods and health and safety of the population, as well as weakening
the environment’s capacity to provide vital services and resources," reads a commission statement.
By considering the impact of climate change on agriculture, water resources, biodiversity, and the
increased frequency of hurricanes and tropical storms, ECLAC determined that the cost of facing
these damages through 2100 would be as high as 54% of Central America’s 2008 GDP.
ECLAC says that Central America witnessed 248 catastrophes associated to extreme-climate
phenomena between 1930 and 2008; 54 occurred in Honduras alone, including Hurricane Mitch, in
1998, which killed almost 11,000 people.
Regarding drought, the demand for water in isthmus countries will increase by 300% by 2050, and
the country worst affected by drought will be El Salvador.
Even though Central America is one of the smallest contributors of global greenhouse-gas emissions
in the world, ECLAC says that the region is "extremely vulnerable to climate change as a result of its
socioeconomic situation, its exposure to extreme events, and its high level of biodiversity."
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Agriculture in jeopardy
Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador are four of the lowest ranked countries on
the Human Development Index (HDI) in the Western Hemisphere, and the isthmus is heavily
dependent on agriculture, which is particularly susceptible to climate changes.
Central America’s coffee industry is a case in point. Scientists expect climate change to have a
serious impact on coffee production in the region in the coming decades.
A four-year study on the effects of climate change on small coffee growers in Guatemala has found
that many in lowland areas are struggling to make a living. "In the eastern department of Santa
Rosa, the problem is dryness, and farmers there are complaining about a lack of water, particularly
this year," says Edwin Castellanos, the scientist leading the study.
Even farmers in more humid areas, such as Cerro de Oro, overlooking Lake Atitlán, are struggling
with unpredictable weather.
In Nicaragua, most of the low-lying land where coffee is produced is likely to become unsuitable
for the crop as temperatures rise. The situation for Nicaraguan coffee growers is even worse as they
have no higher ground to move to, unlike Guatemalan farmers, and will most likely have to abandon
coffee altogether.

The Cancún Summit
ECLAC’s report was issued during the second week of the 16th meeting of member parties to the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Cancún, Mexico.
After the summit, Rigoberto Cuéllar, director of the Secretaría de Recursos Naturales y Ambiente
(SERNA), said the event had been "a huge success for Honduras," as representatives from 193
countries, with the exception of Bolivia, agreed to create a Green Fund and continue the Kyoto
protocol on climate change.
"Honduras should regard the climate-change summit as a success. Maybe it was not what everyone
had expected regarding international agreements. Despite the pessimistic outlook that many had
when the summit began, an agreement was finally reached and that is an important step," said
Cuéllar.
However, the civil-society organizations that held a parallel summit in Cancún were less optimistic
and expressed concern about the lack of effective sanctions for countries that do not comply with
environmental regulations and the nonbinding character of many of the agreements.
Among those who attended the alternative forum was a delegation of farmers who had made a
35-hour trip from San Juan Ixcoy, in the Guatemalan highland department of Huehuetenango.
They complained that indigenous voices have not been heard in the debate on climate change,
even though they are among the groups most likely to suffer the consequences of extreme-weather
conditions.
"On one hand Environment Minister Luis Ferraté leaves this summit, trumpeting a proposal put
forward by the German government whereby Guatemala would receive a development fund in
exchange for ceasing oil extraction in the Laguna del Tigre nature reserve in the department of
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Petén, and meanwhile President [Álvaro] Colom goes ahead and extends [multinational oil and
gas company] Perenco’s contract. He is clearly trying to please those who financed his election
campaign," says Mario Godínez, of the environmental nongovernmental organization (NGO)
CEIBA.

-- End --
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